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The seminsl artistic preoccupation of filn-maker Jean
fpstoln was the ambivalence of rea)ityl as embodied in fantasy
or surreslism, in the qualities of movement, and in the
vagerles of seeing and hesring. In hls LA CHUTE DE LA
MAISON USEELR, Epstoin explorsesd these interests primarily
and most Intensively in the two formsl filmic elements nof
veri-motion and superimposition but aiso more generally in
special scenes and devices Indlcative of the quirks and
limitations of vlisual and eursl perception. The early
avent-gerde LA CHUTE DE TA MATSON US'ER® makes use of
cinema's-fluidity of fantaﬂy/reality In ways that go far
beyond most other cinema of 1928, The working out of
Epstein's vision of the mediun was and remains truly

"Iin the frent lines'" of the creative use of film,
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Althourht 8 worker in other arts %too, ié seems that in
cinemna Epsateln found the best way, 8s he ssld, to transfisure
ordinary things Iinto poetry. He wss not so very interested
in developing a story in LA CHUTE DE LA MAISON USHER althouch
the f1Im 1s based on the Edgaer Allan Poe short stories,

The Fall of the Houso of Usher and "The Oval Portrait," 3

Instead, Zpstein says he was inspired by the Poe storles and
wished to rencder his own resulting mood through film, The
film {8 thus outside the normsl run of purely nerrative films,
and In fect, 1s most frultfully ccnsidered within its own
frameworn--a framevwor: which 1ts formal filnic elements seem
elmost to Invent for themselves. Epstelr sald that he wanted
"to clecn the art or film from the remnsnits of all the

other arts, and, particularly, from literature and thestra, "
In iA CHUTE DE L& MAISON USHEH, then, Epsteln almed for
expression of %onslitler and for expression throurh explicitly

f1lmle mesns,

Epstein turned to fantasy. Eut, as Andre Bazin and Sienfried
Kracauer have polnted ocut so well, the film form is so grestly

sulted to the regpresentation of reallty--wherever the 1lens

(@]

turns, 1t co

3

les the "realness™" of the "things out there"

thet cen be seen with the eyes.s )

»

rstein's solutions to the
dichotony Yetween his deslre to render poetic fancy aend the
medlum's tendency toward "realnsss" are the pgenius of this

M &

filn., How Epsteln turns this dichotomy into a syuphony in
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LA CHUTE DE LA MAISON USHER 1lies in end perhaps can best be
soen as a study in the concealed and the revealed--less in the
narrative teold but certzinly in the use of the film medium,
It is through the touchstone of "the concealed mnd the
revesled ™ that I will endeavor to moke clear some aspects
of Epstein's film, In the case of the story, which is hardly
the centrai 1ssue of the work, the "concealed" is m&ro
obscura than intricate and the "revesled" 1s merely obvious
{(that is, the narrstive contains some inccnsistencies that
are never exvlalined and, ss & story, the film is rather
ndtve 1f re-told purely as a series of events), However,
the executlion eof concealing enc¢ revealing that comes In the
fi{lm's deployment of filmlc nmotlion and superimpositions,
1ts synesthetic pleying with the faculties of seeing and
hearineg, and 1ts fentasy elements 1s et lesst a part of the
artistic heart of LA CHUTE DZ LA MAISON USHER. The three

aspects noted will be examined In turn,

-

There are several themss which recccur very
often In Epstein's work and In his writings,.
T¢ vegin with, 8 mentlon shonld be made of his
preoccupation with movement, the baslc expression
of fila art, V¥hile the theatre is based on
the spolkon word, tie first princinle of film
art tg plastic movemont. loveznents of the
objects, movements of the cemers, movement.
of light, eaxarrcrated rmobtion, slow motion:
In Epsteln's vork we cen sea the most besutlifuvl
examplos of thoe richt use of variouz steeods and
rhythims of movament., Tne movements which rovesl
the vary essencs of the situatlons end things,
"In the cinema,'” 8o wrote Epstein, 'the movemont
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is not separable from the fom." In cinema, tho

form creates movement and the movement crestes

form, By discerding the empiricism of the

movement as a separate action, and by uniting

motion and form into ono, cinema, loglecally,

had to discerd the noirmal movement, In Epstein's

films the movement is regulated and congrollod

by the dramatic movements of the theme,

In LA CHUTE DE LA MAISON USHER, there 1s indeod an emphesis on
the qualities of motion, both in the subjects photographed
end filmic motion. The filmic aspect is deploycd in ovorell
camera movement and in chenges in the running speed of tho
cemera, Put in other, and perhaps better, teras, the Iiln
has scenes in which the point of viewing moves, even swings
about rapidly, asnd scenes of film-originated vari-motion,
There is 8lso artistic use of movement of the psople and
things recorded on film, And, in this film work, the
employment of superimposition has the effect of a close
analysis of movemsnt a3 wa1ll as providing evocativo creative
effects,

Of camera movement in LA CHUTX DE LA MAISON USHER and
Epstein's technigue generally, Henrl ILunglols hus said,
"Everything contributos to this masterpiece's wnity: the
absolute mastery of the editing and tho rhythm in which

slow motion, superimpocitions, traveling shots and a moblle

P

camera slways meaningfully play thelr parta," '"He excoeeded
what everybody thousht to be the real nature of cinematic
movement..,this Ph,D. of Traveling Snots...." {my italics).7

Thare are soveral s~gnos in LA CHUTZ which sasre Iindicstive of
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the power of this aspect of the cinema a3 Epstein revealed 1¢,
For example, two outstanding cases of camera movement (clhange
in ths point of viewing) place the viewor in the position of
the camora eye., This subjective treatment is manifest in
the shots of the painting of Madeline in which our point of
viewing rapidly moves from & wide annle to & narrow field
of view, limlted to the blurred face of the painting alone,
Tu another instance among many which could be cited, the
viewer iy placed in the positlion of vigorously moving along
near the floor behind and within a flurry of leaves as

they blow along the hall in la mecison Usher. Vhat makes

. these shots especlally deserving of note is not only the
historical 4nnovatlion represented thore (the film 1s dated
1928) but also the fact that, within the context of the film,
those shots serve as a shock to the viewer since he 1s forced
into a subjective posture, guddenly, in what is for most of
fits ranning time, 6 film of objzctive camera point of viewing.
LA CHUTE is, aftor all, a tale of myatery and horror and this
f1lmic devire amplifies that tone 83 it lulls us with the
objective cemera--then slams us subjoctively, in the examples
noted heras, either into the face of the hypnotically dreadful
{At the closest 1ositien to the painting, we ses whet looks
to be a death's heed.) or into the middle of tho mysterious
rush of tho leaves snd the wind (evocative of the ethereall,
Tn these two cases 88 well as others, the inner truth of the

evonts is display=d while thoe prograss of ths narrative
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is haltod aend momentarily obacured, That is, ss viewers
woe seem to be inalide the frame, &t these moments, experiencing
what we mignt feel 1f these fentastic occasions became
actuality,

Theye is anothesr quite arresting scene of camera motion
that obacures a sonse of place so effectively that all
evaroncss of & atory In the telling is lost while the Image
is cohpletcly induleed., The scene in guestion is a trucking
shot which follows Ushor close up on his fece as he swirls
and rushos &ainlessly about with the body of his dead
Madolins in his aras. Here, the spiraling camera movement
(which seemg to treck basckward in front of Usher as he comes
toward {1c camera) ccnbined with the wildly distraught look
of Usher, cxnressecs vividly the sense of exaltatlon and
disbelieving fear which so characterizes the film's view
of death, .

Even g¢reater innovative filmic technique 1s fecund in
Epsteintas use of varied, espoclally slow, motion., Using @
Dobrie high speed camaras Epstelin and his brilliant crew
(which included Bunuel) regulsted the camera running speed
slightly in nmeny «f tho scenes of LA CHUTE and groatly in
9

sovoral, These expariments, as the film-maker seemed to think
of them, camo to full frultion, Epsteln said, in his variable-
speed gsound end vari-motion fila, IE TENMPESTAIRE (1947).
Howovor, there is morce then enouph apt use of slow motion in

LA CHUTE DI 14 MAISOYT USHER to recomnend it as a minor
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masterplece. Marle Epstein sasys of the tone of LA CHUTE,
"In order to express this mystery and this charm, Jeoan
Epostoin used oll his mssterful technique, snd it 1s the
first time that he gave such dromotic importance to slow
motion, which he was later to use regularly in order to lose
no part of the most floeting aspocts of 11fe."10 Agoin we Be¢
Epstoin's preoccupation with catching the elusive amblvalent
reallty of 1ife.

This use of varl-motlon 1s one of the major moeny Lpstein
eriployed to overcome tha dichotony between the usual "realnsga"
of the film mediun and his wish to render molded, poctic
fmages. Slow motion, for example, tekes us out of "the real"
quite effectively without otherwiss distorting the visuel
lifelikenass of the photopgrophsd object or porson. The result
18 po.cntial for pootlice (that 1s, wrought) expression without
interruption of the continulty of visusl versimilitude,

Even in the supsrimposition scenes exemined in detall below,
the objects photographed ksep thelir scale and appearance--no
distorting lenscs nor light flashos nor ovocative, "metaphoric”
cut-sways are used in these scenes,

Too, the slow moticn in LA CHUTE DE LA MAISON USHER {is
a contral agspect of the "rovealing" activity of Epstoin's
use of the filmic. The "rovealing" occurs in the slowing
down and studying of motion, Epstoin says:

erelt sooms to me that it would be impoasible

for me to sheol a filn without having a high
speed camere ot my disposal, There aro an
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infinite numboer of movements, of expressions,

as nmuch emong my human actors as among the

things that ect in my films snd in all the
detalls of every landscape that the normsl

canora is mechanically incapadble of comprehending,
of solizing, of roproducing, It's not a question
in the use I makse of this slow-molion, of

sinply or bizavrely decomposing a few subtle
plestic aspects of the moblle world., Slow-
motion actually brings a new range to dramaturgy.
Its pouver of laying Lare the emotions, of
dramatic enlargements, its infsllibllity in

tho designation of tho sinceroc movements of

the soul, are such that it obviously outclansses
all the lmown tragic modes at this time,ll

And being more specific, ho observes:

I know of nothing so absolutely moving as a face,
delivering itself of an expression, in slow motion,
First, an entire preparation, a glow fever, of
which 1t's hard to say if 4t should bo compared

to the incubation of a disesase, a progresaive
meturity, or, more grossly, to a pregnancy,

Finally, all this effort overflows, broaks the
rigidity of a muscle. A contagion of movements
aninates the fece, The wing of theo evelid &nd

turft of the chin pulsoe together. And whon

the 1lips finally sepsrate to indicate the cry,

ve have already witnessed its long and magnificent
dewn., This powsr of geparation which belongs

to the mechanlcal and optical super-eyo rakes

the relativity of time clearly manifest, It's

true then that seconds last for hours! The

drama {s situated outside of ordinary tine. 12
A new, purely psychologlicel perspective is obtained,

Now. that the issues of Epstein's vari-motion have been raised,
1ot us consider several scenes in LA CHUTE to observe hls
practice. The question of the addition of superimposition to
varied motion must be delayed for & moment untll we soe the
one tochnique operaeting Independently.

In four typlcal gcenes, objects are shouwn blowing and

falling in slow motion., Epstein belleved, ho seid, that
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"objects have attitudes," end Jonas Maekas observes of
IA CHUTE DX LA MAISON USHEK that "objects serve the same
purposes &a actors...."13 Those are strikingly sccurate remarks
ospoclally when considering the floating vell and blowing
curtains that undulate in slow motion. The curtains (in e kind
of hall) ars shown rcpoatedly through the film to evoke & tone
of mystery 3In the irnexpliceble powers that circvliate through
the malson end Usher himself., The effcct is comparable to the
use of the naked troes lining darkened lendscepes in other
parts of the work, Eut the key here 18 the faect that we have
time, In the slowed motion, to foeel thno cerle erffects of the
large billoews of the drapes oven while our mirds tell us that
the blowing, In resality, would be very fest, This combination
of what we liiow aboul conditicns in actuelity and the
"ploying acainst the grain" of this knowledge with slow motion
creates the smblenco reflective of that typical in a Poe
tele, Similarly, vhon Madeline's white vell-llko shroud
flosts on the wind in oxaggerated slowmoss, this tone and
enigma of life-becoming-death ia éspecially made evident,
The vlowed falling of books snd, leter, e mountod gult of
armour btake on the ssome effect, with thoe edded riilip of
heavy objects seoming to resicst, agaelin mystercusly, the
force of grovity.

Exploration of tho qualities of motion--vis cemera
movensent and slow motion-«is Jnined in LA CHUTE DX LA MAISOHN

USHER to ucge of svporimposition, The resalt is an amplificstion of
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the sense of movement implicit in the film, The central
scenes of the work, whorein Madeline's psychic end physical
energy is finally drained completely, are a compendium of
theoe, Epstein's best techniques,

The sequence expressive of Madeline's desintegration
end denth begins with her posing for Usher ss he paints,
In & nsdium shot in front of some curteins Mudeline stands
swaying slowly as 1if nearly falnting {rom exertion., “hen
8 second image of her is added, slightly out of regiater with
the first, but not & duplicate, Aftor s cut-sway shot to Usher
peintine madly, Meadeline 1s seen aprein in superimposition,
now in three images. Then, following the next brief cut-away
to Usher, she 1s agein displayed in Eriplo superimpositione-
esch imago L3 of equal clarity, noneﬁg duplicate of tho other,
and esch sways among the others 3¢ that thoy sre all only
partﬁ:blly overlepping at eny one moment., ‘“‘he imapges do not
move at normal speed all the time: each independently secms
to slow and speeod slightly In a rendom pattern. Thus this
stertling effect combines vari-motion and superimposition.
Hovever, after another cut-away, the fourth of these shots
appresrs, agein with three images, but only for a few mcments,
In this fourth segment, a fourth superimposed imago 1s used,
tut this latter overlsy is in negative (i.e., perhaps negative
printing rather than nornal blacks ond whites), 1s larger
than the othery, and seoms to loom rather {than move, This

negative image iy of Madeline's head as 1t might look in s
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doath mesk., Then, sfter another cute-eway to Usher at work,
only two superimposed figures arc visible—fthe negative one
and one of tho swaying regular images, Tho implicotion is,
perheps, that tho death figure 1ls dominating the living one,
especially since the last shot of this pert of the sequence
18 of Madeline's head seen alone and looking like deed, woin
stonno. The shot 1s seven frames in length and has the
plercing poweor of the shout:ing mouth shot in Elsenstein's '
STHIKE, The desth's head shot 1s followed by Usher's wild,
maddonod face in an ecstasy of creation,it

After an interlude in which she somewhat recovers from her
necr-faint, lMedeline rsturns to her position as model, She
sinks down in 8 resl falnt soon after and sgein slow motson
end superinmposition are used with the addition of some
replaying of portions of her movements, That s, through a
series of shots Intercut with brief views of Usher at work
or glowing cendles,; tho Madeline flgure falls in slow motion,
and as she falls, & zecond image of her follows her like a
ghost., The fall is not continuous, however, since later
shots covering the arc of her fsll rapest, sometimes from
different camera angles, portions of the arc of her fall,
Epstein's n lysis of movement is thus completely revealed:
the motion is slowed, repcated visuelly with a sacond (or
more) imege, and replayed--all to the end of seeing more fully,

In the letter part of the filn, more slow motlon and

superimpositions aere used, Most notable are the scenes in
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which Madslinoe's body 18 carried to the btomb and, in remarksble
use of the medium, multiple exposurs shots convey the nalling
on of the coffin lid, These acenes arc 8s powerful for the same
reasons as those in which Madoline collepses,

There is more motion enalysis, in a minor wey, with
novement of the charscters in ordinary speed, such as an
cxtreme closc-up of the closked back of the cart driver,ls
but nothing to equul the sequences describved shove, Tho
cemera movement {s made all the more powerful, in these best
scones, for its sudden bursts of motion., The use of alow motion
distends tirte, increesing suspense, and allows for both more
full awareness of movement as movement end also, through
greater flexebllity of the medium, opens possibilities of
a further renge of f£ilm poetry, The use of superimpositions
and subject motion slso compound Epsteints aertistic flexobility
for exprossion of subtle moods and tonslities, As Epsteln
seya, "That surreslistic state which tends toward the drumatic...
by csreful use of slow motion, can znd should be used,..notably

in poetic films or in films of fantasy...."16

L L]

Epstein's play in LA CHUTE DE LA MAISON USIHER wilth the
facultios of seeing and hearing 438 eszentlally a performsnco
in the revealoed and the obscured, 7This 1s one of the few
silent films that shows ewarencss of and makes creative use

of 1ts own silent nature., Too, the film shows moroe than
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&8 superficial control of the medium'!s possibilities for both
confusing end pointing up cur visual sttention, The mmbivalenco
of actuclity and fentasy couss to tho fore, as will be seen,
through Zpsteints gynesthctice handling of visual end

potentinlily eural events,

M

The strangensss of discugaing sound in o gilent £11mt7 18
quickldy overcome vhen we rocellizne thet LA CHUTE 4is in part a
dalllence with tho silentencss of the mediuwn, For a man

" who wishod not only to see but to hesr the graas grow,la nere
ordinary silent film would be too smell a canvass, Epstein
obscures sound, frustrates our senso of hearing, merely by
Presenting a silent film in 1tself, But more than that, he
telkes a sluple device, the old men's ear trunpet (carried by
tho cheracter played by Charles lamy), end bujilds a continuing
filmic metaphor from 16 Thoe o0ld men 19 as doaf in tho

film as we are watching 1t vhich mesns wo must pot all of

our sound clues from our vision-~-quite a synesthetic
oxperience in itself~-snd his ear trumpet directs our eyes
towsrd the causitive elements of what, if thers woere a sound
track, weculd ordinerily be asudible, Thet is, the creation

of a cerntral charactor In a silont film who 18 rmoatly desaf
places tho audlience both exprossively awnd actueslly in tho
position of the character, Ve are decfl richt along with the
0ld man., %hen he strugsles to heer,

we strugrle to hear, but not only is there nothing to be

honrd sctuerlly (no sound track), frequently within the
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context of the story, ther: is doubt as to the existence
of soundas, The old man thinks he hsars a noise in Usher's
house, then shskes his head in rejecilion of the idea. Howsver,
in one scene at leert, just as he {8 rejecting the idea of
there beinr: sny sound, we see evidences of a roaring gale
slicing through the hall, {Incidentislly, this scene 1is
typilcal of tha sourco of the hwior that is in LA CHUTE,)
Too, his very rejection csuses us all the more to concentrcte
on that wind, or falling armour, or whatever "soundfrul"
silent effecct s at hand, At times, tho characters can not
hosr what we seo to bLe malking sounds, Conversely, on occasion
the cheracters, Usher especlally, seem to hear what we never
know ebout., There is a kind of real and roverse dramstic
frony in the "hesrd" end ¢ho unheard in this film,

Along with the ear trumpet pointing the way toward sound
makers, LA CHUTE DE LA MAISON USIER contains excollent use of
the visuasl to roveal the ides of sounds being made., The
nailing shut of the coffin and the falling books are minor
exerples, but best is the striklné tho old, unused clock.
The clock bell is dome shsped and covered with grainy dust.

In extreme close-up, we see¢ *ho suvriker pull back and hit

the bell, A film-mseker lacking Epstein's inventlveness

may have let the effect go et that, but Epsteln poes on to

ghow the grains of dust falling off the bell, coursing

outwoard and down alrtost like sound vibrations., This is 8 goenius's

comploto rolevation of the synesthetic-~"visibtlio sound,"
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There 15 in this work an execution of obscured and
rovealed sight as well as sound, For example, at one point
the 0ld man puts down his ear trumpet and texes up his large
magnifying reading glass--he changes sensea like changing
clothes! Thst magnifying glass is used scomewhat like the
ear {ruapet in that it highlights and directs asttontion
pithin tho film frame, Much like the very oarly film,
GRANDPA'S READING GLASS, the camers moves in on and follous
the magnifying glsss over a written message, directing
concentration 1like 8 framo within the film frame.

Further, the use of the c¢lose~up 1tself is Jjudicious and
skillful in LA CHUTE. The device has, Epstein says, "that
secret froe@om, thet myasterious consclousness, that true
enigma which resides in a mere close-~up."19 The ¢lose-ups
in this film reveal, for example, the wind in near shots of
blouinpg leaves, and the fantzstle in close-ups of the frogs
and the guitar strings breaking with no visible ceuse,
Hovever, .the ¢lose-up can also conceanl, Iin its narrow selection
of 8 fleld of viewing, The viewer is mislead more than once
by extréme close-ups of what appears to bo only a mass of
texture but, upon cuts to wlder angle shots, the true nature
becomes clear, For example, early in the film the startling
close-up of moving texturo is seen later to be tho back of a
cart driver's closk a3 he hurries away from the house of Usher,
Tne same kind of obscurinpg esnd reveallng is'performed in shots

of vines on o wall, but the extreme close-up of Usher's
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painter's palette, which he later indlicates c¢onteins some
marvelous pattern or even a fece, has no_discornable meaning
to viewers. Too, close-up framing creates suspense as in the
ghiots of the painting hung in tho hell, laboled “Lady
Madelino." We are never callowed to cee enoupgh to solve that
enigma,

Thua, in obscuring and revesling, Epstelin deplovs the
filmic medluwn to his adventige and dosy, @g 1o wished, things
impossible In any other wedium. Tho usoe of visuals to
expresgs sound iy sn interesting kind of synocuthesia. The
film menivulates 1ts audience's seeing and hesring in such
a way that the ambigulty of sctuality Is proclaimed along

with the flexable power of the cinena,

Tho elemonts of fantesy, beyopﬂ tha technical filmic
Innovatlons, aro qulte important in this film which strikes
ageinst the traditional modes of narrative cinema, Epsteln's
fescinatfion with the fentasy within roelity 4is evident, In
the "Reality of Felryland" chapter of his Esprit du Cinema,
Epstein snﬁs:

Clnematormraphie sipght ellows us to note
unasuspectad dupths of fairyland in nature
which, by dint of alwtys looking ot it in the
gonle manner, wo have finally exhsusted, by
expledning 1€ entiroly, by even coasing to
seo 1t. Dby withdreuln: us froca the routine
of our airht, the fila teeches us snew to
bo astonlishied In the presence of & reality
which, porhaps, is still entiroly uncocnprchended,
and of which perheps no ciadent 1s incompvohensible.go
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The fantesy of LA CHUTE DE LA MATISON USHER contains statements
ebout the yower of art and ertistic crcation, as woll ag
elements of the supornatural arising froﬁ the mise en ggﬁgg
end the mystification of deeth,

There¢ 1s now, of course, a tradition of filas treating
the ertist and artistic creatlon of which Cocteaw's THE BLOOD
6" A POET 6tnd Berguan's MAGICIAN are a pert, The coentral Lssue
of the thewe of LA CHUTE DE JA HATSON USHER ia tho power of
srt and ftg roelation to life &and death, Usher 1s a paintor
driven to create a "likeness" of his lMadeline so true-to~lifo
that the 1ife In her seems to be flowing into the painting,
Her final collapse coincides with the completion of the work
of art, aad when it buins luter, she returns to vitelity,
Thus, art wvhich exslts can alse destroy. However, as |
Epatein says, "theso dead people are only slightly dead,"?d

So too, there 1s a mystification of death in LA CHUTE,
The elements of fantasy and death,‘the flowing white shroud,
the casket providing its own locomotion, the eerle tomb, the
mists, the double exposures of burning candles over desolate
landscapes and the two couplod frogs, aro present in sbundance.
Cinemstiec troatment is cssentlel in mosl of these sCenes
vhether, for example, it is stop-motion enimetion of the moving
caslet or tho doubls exposuros, #4nd, these scenes have an
ambloncae of tender dresd--reflsctive of Epstein's bellef that
Poe's storics are not nmacsbro but rather ssy that "desth itself
is a sort of cham.," "The mystery i3 whore this equilibriun is

croated which prosents a soul now in life, now in death."22
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Epstein's mige en scene is also reflective of ambivalent

fantasy-reality. Many of theo settings, including aell of the
exteriors, come through the film mediwas with great realisnm,
Stylization oceurs inside the main room of the house and av
the end of the filw when the house burns., There is somewhat
of a jarring note struck when there asre cuts from -the
reclistic to the stylized, but the context of the £ilm end
eepecislly the slow motion and superimpositions smooth tho

A
way for the mixed mise an scena,

The mise en scene of LA CHUTE also is realized by a series
(five or six) of similar shots of bleak landscapos and especially
of bare tree 1limbs c¢rossing the screen in the foreground,

These shots of bleskness are used ss a kind of "visual
metephor" (Qr in the tarms of Christian lotz, "non-~diagetic
shat interpolation“zB) that comments upon tihie narrative without
being explicitly e part of the narrative at the moment, Such
shots are, for example, Intersapersed with those of Usher
8inging and are expressive of the nature of the song, perheps,
or of the wood of the scone,

Extensive demonolosy f{s slsoc a part of the mise gg.scdgg

as might be expacted in s film inspired by Poe storiss,
Without golng intdo too extensive snalysis, woe can obsorve the
demonological eslemonts of the crossing of water; tho firo

of the fireplace, the candles, end the final destruction;

the candles themselves; the bell: the large book; and

the blacic dox on a brldre,

P s Sl
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The aspects of fantasy are also developed through tho
use of filmic motion and superimposition 88 has already beon
degscribved. However, the operation of the wholo delicate
balance that Epstein strikes batwesn fantasy and reslity is

made poasible finally, only through the elements of the

.

ise en scens,

o Cas——n -

LA CHUTE DE [A MAISON USHER, then, is en embodiment of
Jean Epstein's oreative preoccupationc, The filin is & probe
into the nature of reality {which is vhet fentasy 1is, t:oo)m4
through fantastic olements basic to the filmic mediwn, LA
CHUTE costs doubt on tho reliebility of the senses as they
ordinarly operate in the world of accustomed reality by
deploying filmic motion and superimpositlon in the ways we
have just discussed, Too, the questioning of the senses of
geeing and hearing come in for speclal challenge in the
synesthesia and playful obscuring and revealing of "gsounds"
and sights in the film, Jean Epstein's inspirstion from
Poe and salf«reflectiveZiggéZring of thu tonelities of his
inspiration 11 LA CHUTE do "transfigure ordinary things into

poetry."




NOTES

1 Seo especinllv "Reallty anc Faivyland" chapter of Eaprit du

Cinema (1955) and selections 0f le Cinema du Dinbio (1947).

e The print of LA CHUTE D% IA MAISON USHER (1928) used in this
study is & circulating print from the Museum of Modern Art
in Now York, I found no extant textual criticism of this
print nor o«f the worlk as it camne from Epstein's hand, Short
of a trip to La Cinonntheque Francaise in Paris {(where 1t
is likely thet earldicr generations of prints may be availsble),
and perhaps not evon thare, it has been impossiblo for me Lo
detormine thoe extent of the textual vslidity of the print
I studled, AL leasgt one bilt of internal evidence, changou
in the style of word lettering on the intasr-title cards,
surprosts et loast some ra-working of the film text, Howover,
the lMuseunm print is in good condition, physicaelly, and,
because of the Museua's reputation for reliasbility, this
print wvas Jucsed rolisble enourh for the purposes of this
stvdy, Tho LA CHUT? DT LA MATSCT USHER print wes viewoed
ccuplotely by projector threce times end by Steenbeck viewer
four times. Any footare notations ere from the Sitceenbeck
machine, Hovtover, the machine I used was not fitted for
"gilent speed” nor varisble speed film advance, and motion
enalysis 1s ccuensurately less accurcte, Also thanks should
go to the Anthology lMilau Archives, repository of the best
collection on tpstcSn I found,
F1i1m Credite: A £1lm by Jeen Fpstein-" Agssistant: Luis
Bunuel} camceratr Georre lucas Sets P, Kefer; costumes:
Gclice; '"Interpreted by MM, Ganco and Joaw Decourt-" Cast:
Usher~ J, Debucourt, Iliedeline- M, Abel-Ganco, Old mane
Chos. Lamy,.,  (Credits taken partiolly from the screen,)

3 Epstein has satld, "I have crystalliled a nunber of acenic
olements froa Pos's work, and ecspecially from The Oval
Portrait, }ﬂrknico, Iireia, Morella, Silence, and 1na llan

glf@i?"@rofqﬁ” oted 1n A Goaversutlon with Jean cpstoin,”
LY/t 7du rernle, (May 11, 1928), translated by R, Lamberton
and 10p1inbr4 in theo Antholopv F1ln Archives screoning notos

of Ostoboer 1971, p. 5, for the Epsteoin retrospective screcnings.

4 Epstoin, Jean, As quoted in transletion In Gideon Ba- ~nann, ed,
1qw “irut Coo nrehnnoixe Presentation of the Work o1 Jesn ‘
Eprtoin in too bnibod sbates, L.Yes  ihe vroup p for FiIm Study,
N.o. bachiann's edition Yolies heavily on material translestoed
from the French in Cincmages, # 2 (1955-56).

S S&egfried Krecaver, Tneory of Film (M.Y.: Oxford Univ, Press, 1960)
- and fndré buelin, tnet 19 “Cincnic? Vols. I end II, frens, Ly
Hugh Gray, (Berkeley: Univ. of Calif, Preas, 1967 & 1972).
I refor to thelr critical stands more to 4lluminate my point ik
. about Epstein than to try to dofend Kractuer or Bozin, (I uqe" t;
- oghe werd "resdity" here to refer to phota'“eohed sltustions that -
‘°ﬁloo‘~morn¢11?ﬁ Lno worlﬁ we*seﬂ with our 'stthan doithe s




f NOTES, CONTINUI D
6 Jonas Mekes in Fechmann, pp, 10-11,
7 Henrt Ienglols, "The Crestive Voilr of Jean Fpstein," Cinemages,
# 2 (1955) ns trenslated by B, “rrude in tho proaren notes
of tho retrospective sooveninr o7 the inthology Film Archives,
(0ct, 2971), pp. 10 anc 12,
8 Pierre France, "Jeen Epstein's Edr.i Allan Pov," Photo«Cing,
{Aprid 1928) a5 trensiciscd by b, Ionberton in the program
notes of the Anthology IFilm Avciiives, p. b,

9 4, v 5.

--()—l feve ~p -
T Enstein, "ihe Life of the Vi ~rken," Clnemages, # 2

(1955) eo transicted by L. Lrevie in the progrem notes of
Anthology Plin Archives, p, 2,

Msean Epstein, as quoter ’n Photo-Cine by Plerre France and
reprintod in trenslation by R, Lonberton in the program
notes of the /Anthology FLli fLirchives, p. 5.

12 - . . . . '
Joan Epsteln, "0 Sond 1w Slow Motion," Porfs-l'1di-Ciro,

- ——— -

(Foy 11, 192€) end reprinted in trenslsetion by . Lamverton
in the progrom notes of tho Anthology Film Archives, p, 5.

13

-

iiokas in Eachmann, p. 1ll.

Tnls sequence tekec place at roughly the $500-550 footage polnts
in the film,

LoFarly in the first 300 fect of the f£1lm.

10500n Epstein, "Supernatursl Reality," from his book Le Cinema

du Dieble (1947) ss 4t eppoars in Baechmann, p. L1,

171 am uvnable to estchllish eny use of live musicel performances
with tho showing of thig £1Im and thus em derling with it
as 8 purely silent film,

18Jenn Epstcin, "Sound in Slow Motion,"™ es 1t appeared in

Bachmenn, p. 4%,

195een Epstein, "Renllty of Feiryland," in Esprit du Cinema,

(Paris: Jeheber, 1955) as it appeared in bachimenn, ps Ll

2O1v14,

2lJean‘?pstoin, "Some NWotes on Zdear Allon Poo and Images Endowed
- with Life," Photo-Cine, (April 1920) as trsnslsted by R,
Lsniberton in the progrem notes of tho finthology Film Archiyes,;‘_

~::p.‘g,A




NOTES, CONTINUED
Ibid,

23Christien Metz, "Entretien sur la sémiologie du c¢inédma,™
Semiotica, IV, # 1 (1971), : :

2uqhat ls, fantssy, #s o strateny in art, i{s o rrobe into the
nature of reelity, Fantasy and reéollty are two sides of
one conceptusl ceing the mind can differentiste the two
only on the besis of context, Thus in Epstein's riim,
the presence of what I describe es reelity serves ss o
countersolnt to the sequences of fentusy, In rbalizing
these quelities in his f{lm, Evstein convevs the icen of
the relative Intensities of 1i{fe—11ife is sore Intense
in hls acenes of ranteasy,

A1) this 1s not to say that sereen reallty is reaifty
in the usual sense of that word, As Paul Ille observes,
Epstein "also considered sercen reelity to be g second
reallty distinct from the everydey world..." ["Surreslism
end Cinema," GSlacritics, IT, # I (Winter 1972), 55 ).

b part of my owt visw of this torie csn e seen in "Mihat
VI, 5 6

[} < . a Vieea .
is & Documantarv.... Filvrmarars tewvzletton

(4ipril 1673), 25-27, o ) ’
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FOUR VOUS: '"Intcyviow sur lo Film Parlant et lt'Adeptatlion
Cinenmatogrephique" (1929).
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Decor su Cinecma" (1923),
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SPECTATIIUR: "Avant-CGarde pas Morte™" (1946), "Charlot Debiteur"
(1946), "Perseldes" (1G646), "La Feeric Reolle" (1947).

Lh TECHNIQUE CIVEIATOGRAPHIQUE: "Culture Cinematosvaphique "
(1946), "Cinems pur et Film Soriore' (1GL6), "Drimaturglc
do l'Espace" (1946), "Voir et Lntendroe Yenser" (1946),
"Deamaturgle dans o Tomps" (1946), "Naissance dftino
Academie" (1946), "La Yoglque daes imapes" (13h7), "Deux
Grands maitres a filuer" (1947), "Vertu et Denpun du hasaqsd"
(1547), "Lo Sens du cinema" (2647), "Du Sujet c¢ Jdo son '
Trettement” (1047), "Docoupage-~Construction visualle"
(2947); 'Docoupsge--Construction sonore" (1647), "Le
Yrofesseur Joldiot~~Curle ot lo clnema' (1Gh7), "Docoupeaia-s
Constructle: adoolosigue" (16h'7), "Huwizniteo du Clnormu®
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VU: M"isere d'Hoedick" (1932),
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do Sessue" (1922), "Lo Bel Agonisant" (1922),

Unpubliched manvacript:

Alcool ot Cinena




FILMOGHAFHY ==~ Films directed by Jean Epstein

PASTEUR (1922); blography of the sclentist,

LES VENDAGES (1922) [THE WINYE HARVEST); Documentery of tho
Narbonne region in ¥Franco.

L'AUBERGE LOUGE (1923) (THE RED INN}; filction, after story by Balzac,
COUR FIDELE (1923) [THE FAITHFUL KEART): fiction,

L& MONTAGWE INFIDEIE (1923) ([THE FAITHLESS MOUTAIN; docwnontary
of the eruption of Mount /Lotna on June, 1923,

I

v
>

BELLE NIVIAUVAISE (2923) [THS FEAUTY YLOM NIVERNAIS); after
story by Llphonse Doudet,

LA GOUTTE DE SANG (192L) [A DROP OF BIQOD): Epstoein left
the direction of this film oourly in the production,

LE LION DES MOGOLS (192) [THE LION OF THE MOGULS]; drana,

LUYATYICHE (1924) [THE POSTIRY; dreoma, scenario by ltarie Epstoin,

ce PHOTOGENIES (1925) [PHOTOGENY); compilation filw, now destroyed,

L% DOVELR AMOUR (1925) [DOUBLE LOVE); drams, scenario by Mario Epstein,
ILES AVENTURES DE ROBERT MACATRE (1925)s drama in five episodes,
MAUPEAT (1926); drama, aftor the novel by George Sand,

AU PAYS DB GEORGE SAND (1926) (Il THE COUNTRY OF GEOKGE SAND )
docunentery centering on ths cestle of Nohan,

SIX ET DIMI-CKRZE (UN KODAK) (1926-27) [SIX AND A HALF BY ELBWVEN:
A KODAK); drama, scenario by Merie Epstein.

LA GL4CE A TROIS FACES (1927) (THREE-SIDED MIRROR]); drama, after
: story by Peul Morang,

LA CHUTE DE LA 'ATSOY USHER (1926) ([THME FALL OF THT KOUSE OF
USHER); drema, after stories by Edger Allan Poo,

FINIS TERRAE (1928«29) [END OF THE EARTH); drema with non-sctors
and extenslve location shooting.

SA TETE (1929) (HIS HEAD); drama,

MOR'VEAN (1930) (THE SEA OF RAVENS); drema with non~actors snd
oxtensive location shooting.

LA PAS DE IA MULE (1930) (THE MULE'S PACE); documentsry.
NOTRE DAME DE PARIS (1931); documentary.
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18 CHAXSON DUFS PRUPLIERS (193)) [THE SONG OF THE POPIARS]; poetic.
LE coRr {1931) [THE HORMN); poetic.

Y0l D MERS {1932)  {GOLD FROM THE SEA); drema with non-sctors
and extensive location shooting,

1ES LYRCASUX (1932) [TEE CHADLES); poetic,
LA VITIAWELLE DES RUBAMS (1932) [THE VILIANELLE OF RIBBONS); pootic.
IS VIPEY CHALAND {(1932) [[HE OLD SCOW]; poetlc.

LYROL.E A& LYRISPANO {(1932) (THE MAN WITH THE 'HISPANO! CARD; drswua,
after tho novel by Plerre Frondale,

LA CHTELAINE DU LIBAY (1933) [THE LADY OF [HE LEBANESE MANOR);
dremuo, after the novel by FPlerre Eenoit.

CEAVSCY DUARLIOR (193L) [SCNG OF ARMORICA); drema,

LA VIE DYUN GRAYD JOURWAL (1934) [THE LIFE OF A GREAT NEWSPAPER];
documiantary.

MARTUS ET OLIVE A PARIS (1939) [(IARIUS AND CLIVI IW PAILTIS); drame,
Epstelin withdrou hig nsze freom tho title credits.

COEUR DE GUEUX (1936) [HEAKT OF THE HOBOES]; drema, &lso appesred
in Italien version: COUK LI VAGAEQNDO,

LA BLRETAGHE (1936) [BRITTANY]; docurentary.
LA FOURGOGNE (1936) (BUKRGUNDY]; docunentary.

VIVE LA VIE (1937) (10WG LIVE LIFE]; drana, with extensive
location shooting.

LA FEMNME DU BOUT DU XOVDZ (1937) {TH® WOMAN FROM THE END OF
THE WORLD]; drema, after the novel by Alain Serdsc,

ILES BATISSEURS (1938) (THE BUILDERS ); documentery.

IA REISVE (1938) ([THE RELIEF}; documentary,

EAU-VIVE {1938) [SPRING WATER); documentary,

ARTERES DE FRAYCE (1939) (ARTERIES OF FRANCEY; docunontary.
IE TEMPESTAIRE (ASh7) [THEE STOWM); drema, with non-actora and

oxtensive locetion shooting, used "slow-motion sound.‘

LES PLU}. DE LA }HER (194h8) (THE FIESS OF THE SEA 3 dresma, with
non -actors and extenqivo location shooting.,




